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THINKING OF THE ORGANIZATION AS A SYSTEM: 
THE ROLE OF MANAGERIAL PERCEPTIONS IN DEVELOPING A CORPORATE SOCIAL 
RESPONSIBILITY STRATEGIC AGENDA 
 
 
 
 
Abstract  
 
The societal issues conveyed to the organization by its internal and external stakeholders can be 
various and often conflicting. Consequently, organizations confront difficulties when attempting 
to identify the range of relevant societal issues they must prioritize to design corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) programs. This article proposes a conceptual framework to clarify the 
processes that underlie the emergence, prioritization, and integration of CSR issues into 
organizational goals. Specifically, this article uses systems thinking, CSR, and organizational 
interpretation theories to highlight the central influence of top managers’ perceptions on the 
development of CSR strategic agendas. 
 
Keywords: corporate social responsibility; individual perception; organizational interpretation; 
strategic agenda development. 
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THINKING OF THE ORGANIZATION AS A SYSTEM:  
THE ROLE OF MANAGERIAL PERCEPTIONS IN DEVELOPING A CSR STRATEGIC AGENDA 
 
“Most of the mistakes in thinking are inadequacies of perception rather than mistakes of logic.” 
—Edward de Bono 
 
Introduction 
 
Environmental excellence and the well-being of people within and outside the organization 
increasingly represent issues that organizations must integrate into the core of their business 
strategy and practices. Beyond the traditional objectives of supplying services and goods, 
organizations encounter increasing pressures to address and respond to the societal issues arising 
from their activities. Managers face virtually constant demands from various groups to devote 
resources to corporate social responsibility (CSR) policies and initiatives (Pinkston & Carroll 
1994). These pressures arise not only from nongovernmental organizations (Doh & Guay 2004), 
shareholder activists (O’Rourke 2003), business customers (Roberts 2003), socially responsible 
investors (Aslaksen & Synnestvedt 2003), union federations (Egels-Zandén & Hyllman 2006), 
and communities (Waddock & Boyle 1995) but also from general societal trends, such as 
growing attention to ethical consumerism (Harrison et al. 2006) and institutional expectations 
(Waddock et al. 2002). Even industry peers and competitors can pressure organizations to make 
socially responsible decisions (Berry and Rondinelli, 1998).  
 
Furthermore, perceived unethical or unsustainable corporate practices might “alienate the 
organization from the rest of society, resulting in reduced reputation, increased costs, and 
decreasing shareholder value through erosion of its license to operate’’ (Hill 2001, p. 32). In 
contrast, demonstrating responsible behavior can create substantial benefits through the 
development of positive attitudes toward the organization (McWilliams & Siegel 2001; Sen et al. 
2006; Turban & Greening 1996) and its products (Brown & Dacin 1997; Sen & Bhattacharya 
2001), as well as the development of competitive advantages (Porter & Kramer 2006) and 
valuable organizational capabilities (Sharma & Vredenburg 1998). Therefore, more and more 
organizations are developing CSR strategic agendas and implementing CSR-related initiatives. A 
CSR strategic agenda must establish the main CSR directions for the organization, the method by 
and extent to which CSR principles will be integrated in its structures and culture, and the plan of 
actions associated with CSR strategic choices. 
 
However, CSR-related issues conveyed by internal and external stakeholders often are varied and 
conflicting. Organizations thus have trouble identifying the range of relevant societal issues they 
must address, as well as the priority with which they should do so. The development and 
implementation of integrated CSR strategic agendas by organizations therefore becomes a 
process of change that occurs through managerial understanding and sense making (Cramer et al. 
Jonker 2006). Each organization must develop its own meaning of CSR to clarify the motivation 
that underlies its commitments and identify the stakeholders and issues that represent key 
priorities (Maignan et al. 2006). During such a definition stage, the essential interactions with 
4 
 
various stakeholder groups (Ilmolaa & Kuusi 2006) require significant resources and appropriate 
organizational and managerial capabilities. 
 
Furthermore, organizations can represent interpretation systems (Daft & Weick 1984), such that 
constructing a CSR strategic agenda results from the translation of events and issues into shared 
understanding and conceptual schemes among upper managers. These managers, with their 
personal characteristics, then become key drivers of the design and implementation of CSR-
related initiatives. In turn, the central objectives of this research are to contribute to a better 
understanding of the organizational processes associated with considering and developing a CSR 
strategic agenda, as well as to recognize the role of managerial perceptions for these processes.  
 
The remainder of this theoretical study is structured as follows: First, we highlight the importance 
of processes to identify CSR issues as a basis for developing coherent CSR initiatives. Second, 
we emphasize the relevance of a systems thinking perspective for the design and development of 
a CSR strategic agenda. In particular, we regard the organization as both a stakeholder system 
and an interpretation system. Third, we highlight the importance of managers’ perceptions and 
personal characteristics during the process of recognizing and prioritizing the CSR issues that the 
organization faces. Fourth, on this basis, we suggest a model in which we conceptualize the 
development of a CSR strategic agenda with a systems-thinking perspective that emphasizes the 
role of upper managers. Fifth, we discuss the usefulness of the model through its application in a 
pharmaceutical company that is developing a CSR strategic agenda. Finally, we note some 
limitations of our work and discuss potential avenues for further research. 
 
Conceptual Framework: Understanding the Development of a CSR Strategic 
Agenda 
 
Identifying CSR Issues as a Basis for Developing a CSR Strategic Agenda 
 
As a rich but still undefined concept, CSR encompasses a broad range of concerns (Carroll 1999; 
de Bakker et al. 2005; Garriga & Melé 2004; Secchi 2007). According to the European 
Commission (2001, p. 6), CSR is “a concept whereby organizations integrate social and 
environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interactions with their 
stakeholders on a voluntary basis.” Thus, it includes concerns and issues related to human rights, 
people’s well-being at work, environmental impacts, business ethics, community investments, 
governance, and the marketplace (e.g., Maignan & Ralston 2002).  
 
Yet CSR cannot mean the same thing to everyone, because CSR issues “vary by business, by 
size, by sector and even by geographic region” (Business for Social Responsibility 2003). In 
addition, complex CSR issues involve multifaceted networks of stakeholders whose conceptions 
of responsible organizations vary across both groups and individuals (Zyglidopoulos 2002). 
Stakeholders’ CSR expectations may be inconsistent (Dawkins & Lewis 2003) and inexorably 
evolve over time (Polonsky & Jevons 2006). A responsible initiative today may become a 
potentially harmful action in the future (Polonsky & Rosenberger 2001).  
 
As a result, any organization trying to embrace CSR must recognize that “the subject can easily 
be interpreted as including almost everyone and everything” (WBCSD 2001). Identifying 
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appropriate CSR issues therefore entails a tricky task. To respond to societal expectations and 
allocate resources, organizations must first identify relevant CSR issues so that they can develop 
their CSR strategic agenda. Thereafter, CSR issues and related organizational practices demand 
constant reassessments. Thus, the task of management is to understand the past, current, and 
future operating environments of the organization (Renfro 1993). A systems perspective provides 
a relevant foundation for such tasks. 
 
Adopting a Systems Perspective to Developing a CSR Strategic Agenda  
 
Systems thinking involves seeing the world not as discretely compartmentalized units but rather 
as a network of overlapping and interrelated elements (Reich 1992), that is, “seeing 
interrelationships rather than things, … seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots” 
(Senge 1990, p. 68). Systems thinking focuses on recognizing the interconnections among the 
various parts of a system and then synthesizing them into a cohesive view of the whole 
(Anderson & Johnson 1997).  
 
From a systems viewpoint, organizations are open social systems that must cope with 
environmental and organizational uncertainty, as well as develop characteristics and perform 
processes that enable them to adapt to the opportunities, threats, and constraints that constitute 
the environment and society (Tushman & Nadler 1978). Because they are influenced by external 
forces and environmental conditions, organizations cannot control their own behaviors entirely 
(Cummings & Worley 2004). Adopting an open social system perspective, we assert that 
organizations should be regarded as specific systems of stakeholders (Vos 2003) and of 
interpretations (Daft & Weick 1984). Furthermore, similar to Gregory and Midgley (2003), we 
regard systems thinking as a necessary perspective that enables an organization to comprehend 
and respond to rising concerns about CSR issues at local, regional, and international levels.  
 
Organizations as stakeholders’ systems  
From a systems viewpoint, the open system of stakeholders that constitutes an organization 
operates “within the larger system of the host society that provides the necessary legal and market 
infrastructures for the firm’s activities” (Clarkson 1994, p. 21).  
 
Furthermore, according to stakeholder theory, organizations have a moral duty to take 
stakeholders’ concerns into consideration (Evan & Freeman 1993), which means addressing the 
concerns of “any individual or group who can affect or is affected by the actions, decisions, 
policies, practices, or goals of an organization” (Gatewood & Carrol 1991, p. 673; adapted from 
Freeman 1984). Stakeholder groups that convey their societal expectations to organizations may 
include owners and investors, customers, suppliers, managers and employees, competitors, the 
local community, government, and the media. Such groups often form coalitions that “have more 
influence than a stakeholder alone” (Vos 2003, p. 142). Consequently, organizations need a 
reliable mechanism to identify the relevant coalitions and related issues and then define the clear 
limits of the stakeholder system that it represents.  
 
Critical systems thinking can help resolve the managerial problem of identifying stakeholder 
coalitions and issues (Achterkamp & Vos 2007; Vos 2993). On the basis of critical systems 
heuristics (see Ulrich, 1983, 1988) and considering a case of specific innovation projects (rather 
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than focusing on organizations as a whole), Achterkamp and Vos (2007) propose a four-phase 
method—initiation, development/performance, implementation, and maintenance—for 
identifying stakeholders according to their level and timing of involvement with regard to a 
particular project. 
 
We apply this method to the problem of identifying CSR stakeholders. Thus, each key CSR issue 
the organization faces represents a project to manage. For example, an innovation project might 
try to adapt existing procedures by modifying suppliers’ auditing practices to address human 
rights issues; another project could develop new processes linked to a particular CSR issue, such 
as developing innovative solutions to reduce carbon dioxide emissions; or projects could pertain 
to the cultural evolution as the organization attempts to design long-term education programs to 
sensitize workers to sustainability issues. The CSR strategic agenda that results from such an 
approach would regroup different projects according to whether they appear decisive and 
coherent with corporate goals.  
 
However, to develop a consistent CSR strategic agenda, organizations must recall that CSR does 
not simply entail various, disconnected issues. Rather, it pertains to doing some good by 
developing several interconnected initiatives that help manage the relationships that are central to 
the future success of the organization and resolve any dilemmas among the competing interests of 
stakeholders (Werther & Chandler 2006). Consequently, projects that constitute the CSR 
strategic agenda must achieve moving equilibrium and help build mutually beneficial 
relationships with key stakeholders; no part of the system can persist if it lacks equilibrium with 
other parts. The interrelationships among CSR issues and their related projects therefore must be 
recognized to enable the organization to design a constructive and coherent CSR strategic 
agenda. Furthermore, this perspective demands a sound understanding of each key issue, as well 
as an organizational mindset that appreciates the complexities of the environment. 
 
Organizations as interpretation systems 
To identify the key coalitions of stakeholders, the decisive CSR issues, and their 
interrelationships, organizations should develop information processing mechanisms they may 
use to detect events, trends, and developments that are relevant to their activities. To “know” the 
environment, they must develop internal scanning processes that “identify emerging issues, 
situations, and potential pitfalls that may affect [their] future” (Albright 2004, p. 40). 
Environmental data then require interpretation (Daft & Weick 1984) to translate them into 
knowledge and understanding before the organization can determine whether and how to respond 
to a potentially critical CSR issue. Ashmos et al. (1998) note that such decision making requires 
knowledge of which stakeholders possess information that can help resolve a specific issue and 
which groups should participate in the decision-making process. 
 
Identifying these key issues and coalitions of stakeholders requires managers to listen to, look 
for, and show consideration for stakeholders’ limits (Bowen & Heath 2005). Organizational 
mechanisms for apprehending the environment, processing information, and setting goals cannot 
be divorced from the individuals who possess these capabilities (Daft & Weick 1984). In this 
sense, the organization’s interpretation of environmental data and subsequent decisions depend 
on how managers perceive the interdependencies among stakeholder systems. When managers 
share interpretations, they create an overriding organizational interpretation.  
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Central Influence of Managers’ Perceptions in Developing a CSR Strategic Agenda  
 
Managers interpret the signals sent by the environment (Hegarty & Thianyi 1999) and determine 
the resulting organizational responses (Child 1972; Mitchell et al. 1997); that is, their 
interpretations form the basis for organizational decisions. Managerial perceptions
5
 thus might be 
considered “the substratum that business decisions feed upon” (Santos and Garcia 2006, p. 752). 
In this substratum, managers’ personal characteristics play key roles in defining corporate 
strategic orientations. To interpret stakeholders’ expectations of their organization, managers 
“must wade into the ocean of events that surround the organization and actively try to make sense 
of them” (Daft and Weick 1984, p. 206).  
 
Yet managers, as humans, perceive their environment both uniquely and imperfectly. Because 
they are subject to various inevitable biases, their perceptions provide only a flawed reflection of 
the environment. In particular, managers interpret selective information through the filter of their 
own values (Rokeach 1973) and cognitive predispositions. Furthermore, their bounded rationality 
limits their ability to apprehend the full complexity of the business world (Simon 1957), 
restricting their perceptions to the phenomena that appear in the limited field of their vision. In 
turn, managers’ perceptions “may diverge significantly when witnessing the same event” (Santos 
& Garcia 2005, p. 753), and no manager can fully comprehend the complex systems that 
characterize organizational activities. 
 
Previous studies illustrate that relevant managerial interpretations of the environment can 
contribute to the success of an organization by improving performance (Downey et al. 1975; 
Hegarty & Tihanyi 1999; Miller 1993). Misinterpretation, however, leads to performance 
deterioration and crises (Milliken 1990). 
 
The role of upper management perceptions  
Previous research confirms that personal characteristics and backgrounds influence people’s level 
of social involvement (e.g., Borkowski & Ugras 1992; Burton & Hegarty 1999).  
 
Because CSR corporate commitments are extensively “maintained, nurtured and advanced by the 
people who manage them” (Quazi 2003, p. 822), individual drivers such as beliefs, values, 
demographics, educational and cultural backgrounds, and personal attributes play significant 
roles in shaping managers’ perceptions about societal issues and CSR strategic agendas (e.g., 
Campbell et al. 1999; Deshpande 1997; Hemingway & Maclagan 2004; Menon & Menon 1997; 
Quazi 2003; Thomas & Simerly 1994). For example, women tend to demonstrate a higher CSR 
orientation (Burton & Hegarty 1999); more risk-averse managers are less inclined to invest in 
enviropreneurial marketing strategies (Campbell et al. 1999); and managers with more experience 
demonstrate a superior ability to develop and implement relevant policies to meet stakeholders’ 
needs (Thomas & Simerly 1994). Thus, managers and their personal characteristics dictate the 
strategy toward and modes of corporate responses to environmental expectations and demands 
(Wood 1991).  
 
                                                 
5
 Perception refers to “the dynamic psychological process responsible for attending to, organizing, and interpreting 
sensory data” (Buchanan & Huczynski 1997, p. 46).  
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Acknowledging the central influence of managers’ perceptions and interpretations when 
designing strategic agendas, Thomas and Simerly (1994) show that upper managers play an 
especially decisive role in articulating the strategic posture of the organization. The key influence 
of upper versus middle managers mirrors Bedeian’s (2002) claims that middle management 
reflects top managers’ values, knowledge bases, and understanding, because they usually get 
promoted on the basis of their persistent support of top management perspectives. Further 
research confirms that upper managers—who are responsible for overseeing and guiding the 
organization to success through their strategic, long-term decisions—exert the central influence 
on the development and implementation of an organization’s CSR orientation (e.g., Banerjee 
2001; Maxwell et al. 1997; Waldman et al. 2006).  
 
Because of the role played by upper managers in defining the organization’s CSR orientation, the 
CSR strategic agenda must be subject to diverse subjective perceptions that determine its ultimate 
form. Convergence among such diverse perceptions is critical as a means to organize and design 
the policies of an organization (Weick 1979); moreover, it enables the organization to “interpret 
as a system” (Daft & Weick 1984, p. 285). Coherence among managers’ perceptions thus 
establishes the organization’s interpretation of CSR issues and affects its responsiveness to those 
issues. This coherence further depends on the organization’s interpretative frame, which results 
from its unique features and culture (Bowen & Heath 2005). 
 
Understanding the Development of a CSR Strategic Agenda: A Dual Loop 
Model  
 
The preceding theoretical background leads us to suggest a comprehensive conceptual framework 
for understanding how CSR strategic agendas are developed and implemented by organizations 
(see Figure 1).  
 
Our descriptive model consists of two sequential loops, interconnected by two central elements: 
(1) managerial perceptions of CSR issues and their importance and (2) the resulting convergence 
of these managerial perceptions into an organizational interpretation, leveraged by existing 
organizational attributes and features. In large organizations, convergence often requires an 
established CSR committee or department (e.g., Beadle & Donnelly 2004; Walker 2005), 
composed of key managers who debate and prioritize CSR issues. Such committees usually deal 
with and evaluate the relevance of CSR issues for the business and culture of the organization, 
orient the CSR strategic agenda, and coordinate CSR initiatives within the various components of 
the organizational system. 
 
The first loop of our model, the stakeholder dialogue loop, refers to the process of interaction 
between the organization and its stakeholders. Through this process, stakeholders can express 
their views about CSR issues through a structured exchange (Stoll-Kleemann & Welp, 2006) on a 
continuous (or at least regular) basis. Such dialogue influences managers’ perceptions of the 
external environment and generates greater awareness of the CSR issues at stake. Feedback 
during the stakeholder dialogue process eventually influences managers’ personal perceptions of 
CSR issues and their relevance for the organization. In this sense, an organization can obtain no 
more important information than feedback from its environment (Krippendorf & Eleey 1986). 
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The constructive nature of stakeholder dialogue and feedback depends, however, on the resources 
initially invested in the process. 
 
The second loop of our model, the CSR integration loop, addresses the development and 
implementation of key CSR initiatives. Specifically, upper managers provide their perceptions of 
CSR issues, which become the organizational interpretation, which in turn serves as the basis for 
the CSR strategic agenda. From a strategic planning perspective, upper managers typically assess 
the organization’s internal CSR strengths and weaknesses, evaluate alternative strategies, and 
then develop action plans. Implementing CSR initiatives and perceptions about the fulfillment of 
strategic objectives eventually influence upper managers' perceptions of the various CSR issues 
and their importance.  
 
Finally, perceived stakeholder feedback combines with the perceptual outcomes of CSR-related 
initiatives and influences managers’ perceptions of CSR issues and their importance, percolated 
though the filter of their personal values, beliefs, and characteristics. This process induces a better 
understanding of current issues and the identification of new CSR issues. It also demands 
recurrent adaptations to the organization’s CSR strategic agenda. Our model further highlights 
the need to establish efficient procedures to initiate CSR strategic agenda development. This 
issue is especially critical in organizations that lack any structured CSR policies or systematic 
CSR-related scanning processes; for these organizations, managers’ awareness, knowledge, and 
perceptions likely are severely restricted or, at the very least, tacit and unshared. 
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FIGURE 1: A dual loop model for understanding the development of a CSR strategic agenda 
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Empirical usefulness of the suggested model 
 
To assess the usefulness of the suggested model, we develop a partnership with a large, 
autonomous subsidiary of a multinational pharmaceutical company. The subsidiary already had 
implemented some CSR-related initiatives but without a clear vision or any coherence or 
coordination among the different initiatives.  
 
Action research undertaken during a four-month period (January–April 2007) pursues the 
following objectives: to (1) assess the status of CSR within the company, (2) raise CSR 
awareness among upper managers, and (3) propose guidelines for developing an integrated and 
structured CSR orientation. To reach these objectives and initiate the process of CSR-oriented 
thinking within the organization, we apply the suggested model by collecting various sources of 
information about the company’s CSR initiatives, upper managers’ perceptions of CSR and 
relevant issues, and organizing different meetings with upper managers about CSR.  
 
First, 13 upper managers (from 12 distinct functional departments) received a generic 
questionnaire to provide their pre-diagnosis of CSR. To select the appropriate managers, we 
considered their work experience, function within the organization, and membership in distinct 
departments. This pre-diagnosis questionnaire provides a review CSR practices by articulating 
120 items in nine sections: (1) well-being at work and social responsibility toward staff, (2) 
company’s involvement in the community, (3) top management’s dedication to CSR principles, 
(4) workers’ education and training with respect to CSR issues, (5) company’s organization and 
structure, (6) CSR-related normative aspects and commitments, (7) CSR-related procedures and 
documentation, (8) CSR performance indicators, and (9) crisis and nonconformity management. 
In the next step, we interviewed these 13 upper managers to determine their conception of CSR 
practices and highlight CSR dimensions and concerns that they considered missing from the pre-
diagnosis questionnaire. With this first data collection, we outline the organization’s perception 
of performance with regard to common CSR aspects and, more important, gain an overview of 
the different managers’ opinions about CSR issues. 
 
Managers’ perceptions about the CSR concept depend on their functional orientation and field of 
managerial knowledge. The CSR issues identified as critical for the company tend to demonstrate 
this function bias and vary according to the upper manager interviewed. This result is coherent 
with prior literature in the broader strategic management field; that is, managers perceive the 
elements of a situation that relates more specifically to the activities and goals of their own 
department (Dearborn & Simon 1958).  
 
Upper managers whose function tends to be externally oriented—such as marketing and external 
relations—consider the CSR concept from an instrumental and self-protective perspective, with a 
focus on image and reputation: 
I essentially look at the CSR concept in a commercial way. What I think is interesting is the 
corporate image. What matters to me is first and foremost that the corporate reputation is 
good and that we don’t have any trouble with clients, and that we don’t find us represented as 
ruffians in the press (marketing manager).  
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Managers in production and financial functions instead associate the concept of CSR with 
normative and regulatory requirements, as well as with the impact of noncompliance or negligent 
behaviours on the company: 
For me, it [the CSR concept] is primary linked to compliance with norms legislations. Since 
we operate in a highly regulated environment, we must be considered as an organization that 
respects the rules. Afterwards, we should consider whether we go further. In all cases, 
potential deficiencies must not affect our core business (finance manager). 
 
By contrast, upper managers from departments that deal with functional issues more clearly 
linked to CSR concerns—such as human resources or the environment, health, and safety 
departments—demonstrate more consideration for the impact of organizational activities on the 
social and ecological environment, both within and outside the organization, and refer more 
systematically to the duties associated with the stakeholders of the organization:   
I think CSR can be considered as the capacity of the organization to take its responsibilities 
toward the various actors who intervene within the framework of organizational activities. I 
would say that the first actors to be taken into account are the workers, and then comes the 
shareholders, and what is generally defined by the general term of ‘community.’ The 
community includes people, neighbors, and the ecological environment (environment, health, 
and safety manager) 
 
From a research and development viewpoint, the concept of CSR appears more directly 
apprehended into a “finality” perspective. That is, these managers consider the nature of the 
business activities and the products and services offered as the first vector of social responsibility 
for the organization:  
Even if we remain an organization with commercial objectives, our CSR activities are 
primarily related to the development of products aimed at providing a greater well-being to 
the people who need them (research and development manager). 
 
On the basis of this pre-diagnosis questionnaire and the subsequent interviews with upper 
managers, we identify two distinct categories of CSR issues that the organization must address: 
generic issues, which are essential to any organization in the process of developing an integrated 
CSR approach, and industry-specific issues. First, generic CSR issues include (1) dialogue and 
engagement with stakeholders and community; (2) organizational CSR culture and leadership; 
(3) managing environmental, health and safety concerns; and (4) employment practices. Second, 
six main CSR issues relate specifically to the ethical and managerial issues of the pharmaceutical 
industry: (1) access to medicines for needy persons, (2) specific quality management concerns, 
(3) clinical trials and publication of their results, (4) responsible product design, (5) responsibility 
in the procurement chain, and (6) promotion of products and marketing ethics.  
 
Figure 2 illustrates how these two distinct categories of CSR issues articulate across the central 
spheres of the activities of the business organization—production, sales and marketing, and 
research and development—in the case of our pharmaceutical organization.  
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FIGURE 2: Key CSR issues in the three spheres of business activity in the case company  
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perceptions of key CSR issues emerged progressively through discussions and debates during the 
meetings. A comprehensive map of the CSR issues that the company faces finally resulted from 
this process, from which a CSR strategic agenda could progressively be built. In response, the 
subsidiary designated a CSR champion and initiated some CSR projects, including assessing 
external stakeholders’ perceptions about its CSR posture, integrating key stakeholders into 
reflections about CSR issues, and designing a structured CSR external communication scheme. 
 
According to our model (Figure 1), the action research led to a systematic inventory of existing 
CSR engagements, as well as the definition of key axes of development for a CSR strategic 
agenda. The outcomes of the action research further highlight how an organization can rely on 
diversified internal managerial perceptions and know-how to identify key CSR-related issues and 
establish its current CSR status. Finally, this case study enables us to suggest simple and practical 
recommendations in terms of internal processes that companies should develop: 
 
1. A designated CSR facilitator should initiate CSR status analyses and supervise subsequent 
steps of the process.  
2. Because managers reveal a function-biased understanding of the meaning of CSR in their 
organization, efforts to identify CSR issues thoroughly require the combination and convergence 
of different managerial perspectives to establish a comprehensive basis for developing the CSR 
strategic agenda. This requirement in turn demands that the organization identify key upper 
managers within the distinct functional departments of the organization who have significant 
know-how about organizational features and culture. All key functional departments should be 
represented to leverage the comprehensive examination of potential CSR issues faced by the 
organization. 
3. Because CSR issues vary from one industry to the other, the company’s CSR positioning must 
be benchmarked continuously within the sector of industry activities, with a simultaneous, 
continuous search for best practices in generic CSR issues, even outside that sector of activities. 
The relative strengths and weaknesses of an organization with respect to CSR generic and 
industry-specific issues should be evaluated through a simple rating process, such as below 
average performance, average performance, and upper average performance. 
4. Meetings pertaining to CSR issues that involve managers from different functional areas 
should be organized to reach progressive convergence among managers’ perceptions of CSR 
issues priority and to develop a commonly shared CSR strategic agenda.  
5. Not only should a CSR champion be designated within the organization, but a CSR committee 
should take charge of developing a structured CSR strategic agenda on the basis of the awareness 
and potential strategic lines provided by the simple CSR mapping process developed in the 
previous steps.  
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 
Most organizations confront environments that continue to grow more complex, unpredictable, 
and multifaceted. Because stakeholders convey “a variety of conflicting values and interests” 
(Lozano, 1996, p. 233), organizations face serious challenges in their efforts to identify and 
prioritize the range of societal issues they should address. In particular, developing a CSR 
strategic agenda can be a challenging task.  
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In this context, we offer three main contributions. First, we provide a better understanding of the 
processes and rationales that underlie the development of a CSR strategic agenda. By integrating 
systems thinking, CSR, and organizational interpretation theories, we offer the first 
comprehensive conceptual framework to highlight how CSR issues emerge, get prioritized, and 
become integrated into organizational goals. Moreover, the systemic nature of the continuous 
process we imagine requires organizations to design structured dialogue with their stakeholders 
and efficient monitoring systems if they want to implement CSR strategic objectives. In 
accordance with Hebel and Davis (2005, p. 526), our framework emphasizes that at all points 
during the development process toward a CSR orientation, “the requirements of the various 
stakeholders involved must be accounted for, matched or adapted according to need in order to 
achieve the required development.” Furthermore, we specify that organizations must find ways to 
scan their environments regularly to identify potential key CSR issues, as well as societal and 
business demands.  
 
Second, we note the critical role of upper managers and their perceptions during the development 
of a structured CSR-related agenda. Together, these elements contribute to an innovative 
perspective into the development of CSR strategic agendas by contemporary organizations. 
 
Third, findings from the action research portion of our study confirm that existing managerial 
knowledge within an organization constitutes a strong basis for initiating a CSR strategic agenda. 
Specifically, our findings highlight how different perceptions about CSR by various managers 
from various departments must complement one another if the company hopes to identify its CSR 
status comprehensively. Our findings further emphasize that CSR issues systematically consist of 
two distinct groups pertaining to generic and industry-specific CSR concerns.  
 
However, our article is not exempt from limitations. First, our conceptual framework requires 
further empirical support, perhaps with specific case studies that could provide relevant insights. 
Second, by emphasizing the central role of upper managers’ perceptions, we may limit potential 
constructive inputs from the organization’s main stakeholders. However, our study conceives of 
CSR development primarily as an organizational, strategic, or moral option, initiated by the 
organization and the people who manage it. This organization may be subject to multiple 
constraints and pressures from multiple actors, but its chief constraints involve its own resources 
and capabilities. Thus, though our intent certainly is not to underestimate the power and influence 
of key stakeholders, our conceptual framework focuses on reaffirming the role of the subjective 
human factor in the dynamic processes of responding to the environment and developing CSR 
initiatives. 
 
Any successful process to develop organizational strategic initiatives and policies must rely on a 
comprehensive understanding of the issues that the organization faces. This proscription is not 
specific to the case of CSR. However, for CSR in particular, organizations benefit when they 
achieve a cohesive definition of the issues they must consider (Jaques 2006). Developing CSR 
involves a long, continuous process, and establishing a solid foundation for the coherent agenda 
represents a prerequisite for any constructive initiative. We hope our article contributes to such 
ends for organizations. 
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